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On June 29, the national legislature approved reforms to 57 of the nearly 300 articles of the
country's Constitution, promulgated in 1972. The reforms are subject to ratification in a national
referendum, scheduled for Nov. 15. Reforms to Article 306 formally prohibit the existence of a
standing army in Panama. In practice, Panama has not had an army since the 1989 US invasion,
when the Panama Defense Forces (PDF), then under the command of deposed general Manuel
Noriega, was dismantled. The PDF was later dissolved formally by a decree issued by President
Guillermo Endara. Under the reforms, the only national armed organizations permitted in Panama
will be civilian police forces. Subordinated to the presidency, each police force will have its own,
separate command structure and internal promotions procedures. No such police force will be
granted administrative or financial autonomy. Police personnel will be prohibited from playing
any role in the political life of the nation, with the exception of enjoying the right to vote. A total
of 50 legislators voted in favor of the reforms, including representatives from liberal and centrist
parties as well as the opposition Christian Democrats. The 10 Revolutionary Democratic Party (PRD)
deputies, plus two from the Nationalist Republican Liberal Movement (MOLIRENA), voted against
the reforms. In addition to abolishing the army, the constitutional reforms include the following
changes: * The organization charged with overseeing all aspects of elections (tribunal electoral) will
be given greater autonomy and will be raised to the level of an independent power of state, at the
same level as the judiciary, legislature and executive. * Norms and procedures will be established
for convoking direct, popular elections for a constituent assembly which would be empowered
to write a new constitution. * A series of changes were made to the text of the Constitution and
its preamble in order to eliminate references to attributes and functions of the military. Also, the
Legislative Assembly will be renamed the National Assembly, and elected representatives will
be called deputies instead of legislators. * Powers of the office of the Comptroller General will be
reduced, including elimination of prior authorization for government expenditures. PRD deputy
Mario Rognoni denounced the reforms as a "political maneuver." He said that the changes didn't
go nearly far enough and reiterated the PRD's call for elections for a constituent assembly which
would write a new constitution from scratch. He said that the PRD will call for a "No" vote in the
Nov. 15 referendum on the reforms. Regarding abolition of the army, Rognoni said that the measure
was hardly sufficient to eliminate the possibility of a coup d'etat, since the police forces could just
as easily sponsor such a move. He added that the PRD was not opposed to abolition of the army
in principle. But, in reference to the US Southern Command, he indicated that such a measure
would have to be accompanied by a similar proscription against the presence of foreign armies.
Vice President Guillermo Ford rejected the proposal to write a new constitution, indicating that the
proposal was part of efforts to "undermine the institutional stability of the country." MOLIRENA
deputy Eliseo Alvarez indicated that he voted in opposition to the reforms because they amounted
to "just another patch to keep the 1972 militarist Constitution going." He added that the constitution
was in need of much more than "cosmetic" changes. PRD deputy Balbina Herrera said that victims
of the US invasion would vote against the reforms in the November referendum because "the notion
of demilitarization is a farce so long as Panama remains under the occupation of US troops stationed
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in the canal zone." (Basic data from Agence France- Presse, Associated Press, 06/29/92; Agencia
Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 06/29/92, 06/30/92)
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